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Recognizable cultural benefits 
create economic benefits.



Would I want to live there?
Would someone else want to 
live there?

Would I want my child to 
work there?

Is someone taking care 
of this?



Cues to care
Nassauer, J. I. 1995.  Messy Ecosystems, Orderly 
Frames. Landscape Journal. 14:2, pp. 161-170. 



Messy ecosystems require 
orderly frames: 
cues to care

Order: conventional landscape

Cues to care: prairie garden

Messy: mistaken for neglect

Simulations by Fred Rozumalski

Nassauer. 1993.  Ecological Function and the Perception of 
Suburban Residential Landscapes.  In Gobster, P.H., ed., 
Managing Urban and High Use Recreation Settings, General 
Technical Report,USDA Forest Service NCF Exp. Sta., St. Paul, 
MN. USDA FS Grant 1989.



The Economics of Native Plants in  Residential Landscape Designs
Landscape and Urban Planning 2005 (in press)
Gloria E. Helfand, Joon Sik Park, Joan I. Nassauer, Sandra Kosek

2000 web-based survey of
245 homeowners and tenants planning to buy a house 
within 5 years.

They were willing to pay more for each of the prairie 
garden designs compared with a conventional residential 
design. 

People are willing to pay a premium for prairie garden 
alternatives.  



These yards include different amounts of lawn, prairie 
garden, shrubs, and trees.  The lawn is turf grass.  If the yard is 
only lawn, then the trees and shrubs are non-native.  The lawn 
may take 6 months to one year to become established.

The prairie garden consists of wildflowers and grasses with 
native shrubs and trees.  The prairie garden attracts more 
wildlife than the lawn. If the yard has a prairie garden the trees 
and shrubs are native plants.  The prairie garden may take up 
to three years to become established.

Maintenance of the lawn includes annual pruning of the 
trees and shrubs, autumn raking, weekly mowing of the lawn, 
and yearly fertilization.  Maintenance of the prairie garden 
includes mowing the prairie garden every few years.



Cost/mo/5 yr. Typical 
lawn(A)

50% 
Prairie B

75% 
Prairie C

75% 
Shr/Pr  D

Install range (turf) $1,400-2,000 $1,400-2,000 $700-1,000* $700-1,000*

Install range (prairie) N/A $2,880-3,000 $2,880-3,000 $3,180-3,300**

Maintenance range $700-1,000 $1,000-$1,200 $700-1,000 $700-1,000

Min. total cost, 5 years $4,900 $9,280 $7,080 $7,380

Min. average monthly cost over 5 
years $82 $155 $118 $123

Max. total cost, 5 years $7,000 $11,000 $9,000 $9,300

Max. average monthly cost over 5 
years $117 $183 $150 $155

Range used in 
survey $75-130 135-190 110-158 $123-162
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Simulations by 
Sandra Kosek



A

The WTP order for the yard types 
is 75%,50%,75% w/shrubs, 
conventional.

Net WTP for 75% prairie garden is 
highest - $126. - 138. more per 
month

Net WTP for 50% prairie garden is 
$113. - 126. more per month

B

C

D



Nassauer, J.I. 1999.  Ecological Retrofit. Landscape Journal. 17:2, pp.15-17.

Retrofitting a 1950’s neighborhood:
Maplewood Rainwater Gardens

City of Maplewood, MN 1995 

















Drawings by
Ross Martin







Phalen Wetland Park – site of Bruce Vento Memorial Grove
City of St. Paul 1996



People and wildlife 
immediately began to 
use the park…

Nassauer. 2004. Monitoring the success 
of   metropolitan wetland restorations:  cultural 
sustainability and ecological function.  Wetlands 
24:4. pp. 756-765.



BCI – Minnesota – Phalen Corridor Initiative





Gasworks Park, Seattle, Rich Haag.
What looks orderly and inviting, can hold residual contamination…..



The problem of invisible contamination



Abandoned contaminated sites can look like and function as habitat.  A 
precautionary approach would limit wildlife contact.



Contaminated lands: 
remediation and brownfield redevelopment should 
employ the precautionary principle:
Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full 
scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-
effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.
Principle 15 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development,
UN Conference on Environment and Development,1992.



The fence connotes danger – and the 
land beyond it is contaminated
A precautionary approach to residual 
contamination on a remediated site 
might limit access by people and 
wildlife.



Brownfield redevelopment: 
the precautionary principle and cues to care

Cues to care and residual 
contamination without precaution

Traditional and residual 
with precaution



Green technologies 
and pervasive 
contamination

From Scholz-Barth 2001



When contamination is pervasive, even green 
roofs, pervious paving, and rainwater gardens 
may inadvertently concentrate diffuse 
contaminants.

Would a more highly engineered order track and 
manage the fate of contaminants?
Would it more effectively “cue” safer human and 
wildlife use? 

Planned Vision for Ford Rouge Center-- Illustration: Richard Rochon



















Green retrofits CAN reflect cultural values that build market values. HOW 
green retrofits enhance habitat and stormwater functions must 
acknowledge residual contamination and
incidental hydrologic regimes.
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